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IS THE TITHE SYSTEM OF THE 
OLD TESTAMENT BINDING ON US? 


TL. Statement BEFORE we attempt to answer the question pro- 
j pounded to us in the title of this paper, it is well that 
of the Question. we should have a clear understanding of the doctrine 
of tithes as set forth in the Old Testament Scriptures and practiced by the 
Hebrew people before the coming of Christ. The first reference in the 
Bible to the giving of tithes is in the case of Abraham, who met Melchize- 
dek as he was returning from the slaughter of the kings, and gave him 
tithes of all. Nearly two hundred years later Jacob, following the example 
of his grandfather, vowed a vow at Bethel, saying: “If God will be with 
me, and will keep me in this way that I go, and will give me bread to eat, 
and raiment to put on, so that I come again to my father’s house in peace; 
then shall the Lord be my God: .. . and of all that thou shalt give me I 
will surely give the tenth unto thee.” Five hundred years after the time 
of Abraham the giving of tithes, like the observance of the Sabbath, be- 
came a part of the statutes which were given by God through Moses to the 
Hebrew nation. In Leviticus xxvii. 30, 32 we read: “All the tithe of the 
land, whether of the seed of the land, or of the fruit of the tree, is the 
Lord’s: it is holy unto the Lord. And concerning the tithe of the herd, 
or of the flock, even of whatsoever passeth under the rod, the tenth shall 
be holy unto the Lord.” In the thirty-fourth verse of this same chapter, 
the last verse of the book, it is said: ‘‘ These are the commandments, which 
the Lord commanded Moses for the children of Israel in Mount Sinai.” 
The tenth thus given was to be set apart for the support of the tribe of 
Levi, which had no inheritance among the children of Israel, as is clearly 
stated in the following language from the eighteenth chapter of the Book 
of Numbers: “I have given the children of Levi all the tenth in Israel for 
an inheritance, for their service which they serve, even the service of the 
tabernacle of the congregation. ... The tithes of the children of Israel, 
which they offer as an heave offering unto the Lord, I have given unto the 
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Levites to inherit.” The Levites in turn were to tithe the tenth that fell 
to them for the support of the priests. “The Lord spake unto Moses, say- 
ing, Thus speak unto the Levites, and say unto them, When ye take of the 
children of Israel the tithes which I have given you from them for your 
inheritance, then ye shall offer up an heave offering of it for the Lord, 
even a tenth part of the tithe. . . . Thus ye also shall offer an heave offer- 
ing unto the Lord of all your tithes, which ye receive of the children of 
Israel; and ye shall give thereof the Lord’s heave offering to Aaron the 
priest.” Ata much later date, in Nehemiah x. 38, we read: “And the priest 
the son of Aaron shall be with the Levites, when the Levites take tithes: 
and the Levites shall bring up the tithe of the tithes unto the house of our 
God, to the chambers, into the treasure house.” 

It is generally conceded that second and third tithes are enjoined in the 
Book of Deuteronomy, though there is a difference of opinion among 
scholars on this point, especially with reference to the third tithe, some 
holding that it merely takes the place of the second tithe every third year, 
the only difference being in the place where it is eaten. The apocryphal 
book of Tobit supports the view that there were three tithes, and Josephus 
speaks of a tenth besides that which is allotted to the priests and Levites. 
The language in Deuteronomy pertaining to a second tithe is as follows: 
“Thou shalt truly tithe all the increase of thy seed, that thy field bringeth 
forth year by year. And thou shalt eat before the Lord thy God, in the 
place which he shall choose to place his name there, the tithe of thy corn, 
of thy wine, and of thine oil, and the firstlings of thy herds and of thy 
flocks; that thou mayest learn to fear the Lord thy God always. ... And 
the Levite that is within thy gates; thou shalt not forsake him; for he 
hath no part nor inheritance with thee.” 

The first tithe was to be given exclusively to the Levites, and the second 
was to be consumed in a festive meal by the family of the donor and the 
Levites before the central sanctuary. The law of the third tithe is as fol- 
lows: “At the end of three years thou shalt bring forth all the tithe of 
thine increase the same year, and shalt lay it up within thy gates: and the 
Levite, (because he hath no part nor inheritance with thee,) and the - 
stranger, and the fatherless, and the widow, which are within thy gates» 
shall come, and shall eat and be satisfied; that the Lord thy God may bless 
thee in all the work of thine hand which thou doest.” This tithe was to 


[4] 


be given every three years, and was to be consumed at the home of the 
donor, by his own family, the Levites, the strangers, the fatherless, and the 
widows that were within his gates. 

The giving of tithes under the old dispensation was attended with the 
blessing of God, and their withholding brought down his curse upon the 
whole land. During Hezekiah’s great reformation in Judah, it is stated 
that “the children of Israel brought in abundance the first fruits of corn, 
wine, and oil, and honey, and of all the increase of the field; and the tithe 
of all things brought they in abundantly. And concerning the children of 
Israel and Judah, that dwelt in the cities of Judah, they also brought in 
the tithe of oxen and sheep, and the tithe of holy things which were con- 
secrated unto the Lord their God, and laid them by in heaps. In the third 
month they began to lay the foundation of the heaps, and finished them 
in the seventh month. And when Hezekiah and the princes came and saw 
the heaps, they blessed the Lord, and his people Israel. Then Hezekiah 
questioned with the priests and the Levites concerning the heaps. And 
Azariah the chief priest of the house of Zadok answered him, and said, 
Since the people began to bring the offerings into the house of the Lord, 
we have had enough to eat, and have plenty left: for the Lord hath blessed 
his people; and that which is left is this great store.” So also in Nehemiah 
we read: ‘‘Then brought all Judah the tithe of the corn and the new wine 
and the oil unto the treasuries.” 

In the days of Malachi the withholding of the tithes brought forth 
the severest denunciation on the part of the inspired prophet, and caused 
the Lord to smite the earth with a curse. Hear the Lord of heaven 
and earth as he contends with his people: ‘‘ Will a man rob God? Yet ye 
have robbed me. But ye say, Wherein have we robbed thee? In tithes 
and offerings. Ye are cursed with a curse: for ye have robbed me, even 
this whole nation. Bring ye all the tithes into the storehouse, that there 
may be meat in mine house, and prove me now herewith, saith the 
Lord of hosts, if I will not open you the windows of heaven, and pour 
you out a blessing, that there shall not be room enough to receive it. 
And I will rebuke the deyourer for your sakes, and he shall not de- 
stroy the fruit of your ground; neither shall your vine cast her fruit be- 
fore the time in the field, saith the Lord of hosts. And all nations shall call 
you blessed: for ye shall be a delightsome land, saith the Lord of hosts.” 


Bon! 


TI. The Oues- But is the Old Testament system of tithes binding on 

us who are not under the law, but under grace? I an- 
tion Argued. swer, it is, in the sense that a tenth is the least that can 
be expected of any one since the kindness and love of God our Saviour 
toward man hath appeared. 

1. The first argument I advance in support of this position is that drawn 
from the New Testament. There is not the slighest intimation that this 
law was repealed by Christ. On the contrary he says: “ Think not that Iam 
come to destroy the law or the prophets; I am not come to destroy, but to 
fulfill.” In one instance he positively commends the giving of tithes. In 
the Philippics of the twenty-third chapter of Matthew, directed against 
the religious leaders of the people, he says: “Woe unto you, scribes and 
Pharisees, hyprocrites! for ye pay tithe of mint and anise and cummin, 
and have omitted the weightier matters of the law, judgment, mercy, and 
faith: these ought ye to have done, and not to leave the other undone.” 

2. Moreover, the law of tithes seems to inhere in the very constitution 
of man. Like the law of the Sabbath, it existed from the earliest times, 
and scarcely a nation of antiquity can be mentioned that did not practice 
the giving of tithes. The Arabians, Phoenicians, Germans, Saxons, Cartha- 
ginians, Persians, Ethiopians, and Romans, all practiced to a greater or 
less degree the offering of tithes to their divinities. A learned writer on 
the subject says: “Instances are mentioned in history of some nations 
who did not offer sacrifices; but in the annals of all times none are found 
who did not pay tithes.” Another writes: “It is reasonable to suppose 
that the custom of paying tithes, so general among different and distant na- 
tions, must have had some divine direction for it, and that it was derived 
from Adam to Noah, and from him to his posterity, until by the dispersion 
of Babel, it spread over all the world.” Moses found the law of tithes in 
existence just as he did the law of the Sabbath, and like that he adopted 
it into his economy, not as a mere temporary expedient, apparently, but as 
possessing eternal significance. If it be asked why our Lord did not more 
clearly ratify and confirm the law of tithing in his day, it may be answered: 
Because it Was unnecessary. No one had any doubt about its being bind- 
ing. The great majority of the Jews of the time could say with the Phar- 
isee in the temple, “I give tithes of all I possess.” Experience has shown 
that those nations and individuals prosper most who sacredly observe one- 


[6] 


seventh of their time for rest and worship; so also has it shown that those 
persons are most prosperous and happy who give at least one-tenth of 
their income to God. 

3. My third argument in favor of the practice of tithing is that it is un- 
thinkable that Christianity should lower the standard of a virtue. That 
the giving of our substance to God is regarded as a virtue in the Bible, no 
one can doubt. That the standard of virtue under the dispensation of 
Christ is higher than that under the dispensation of Moses, ali admit. 
How then are we to escape who do not come up to the requirements of 
those who lived in an age that was as the twilight before the dawn—an age 
of types and symbols and shadows? Let Rey. William Arthur speak on 
this point. Hesays: “Suppose that a Christian, without offending against 
his religion, may spend on self-interests more than nine-tenths of his in- 
come; then it follows that it is lawful for a Christian to be more selfish 
than was lawful for a Jew. This conclusion may not be agreeable, but it is 
clear. Every Jew was blessed with a religion that checked his downward, 
earthward tendency, at the very least to this extent—that, of his all, one- 
tenth went to sacred things, and thus connected with them his affections 
and his hopes. Less than that he could not consecrate to the service of 
his God without a trespass against his religion. If, then, a Christian may 
give less, his religion elevates him in a lower degree, leaves him to be 
more earthly without guilt, and less noble without reproach.” 

To my mind this logic is irresistible. Who can think of a Jew who had 
been accustomed to giving a tenth of his income to religious purposes be- 
ing converted to Christ and having the springs of benevolence so dried up 
in his heart that he would feel like giving only a twentieth or a hundredth 
of his income to God? And yet is it not true, brethren, that only about 
one Christian in a hundred in this country does actually come up to the 
standard of benevolence that was required of the Jew, and that as a mat- 
ter of fact the superiority of the gospel to the law, in the minds of many 
is this, that Christians are free to be more earthly, more selfish, more cov- 
etous, than the Jew? Mr. J. C. Geitz, in his tract on “Systematic Giving,” 
says: “It is wonderful to hear Christians sometimes glory in the excellen- 
cies of the gospel above the law. But so soon as you talk to them of giv- 
ing at least the tenth of their income, it would appear as though the great- 
est excellency consisted mainly in that the gospel is considerably less ex- 
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pensive than the law was to the Jew.’”’ Does it not really seem that the 
basest ingrate in all the world is the man whose soul has been redeemed 
through the matchless self-giving of Christ on Calvary, whose life has been 
crowned with loving kindness and tender mercy, and who yet clings to his 
possessions as if they were his own, and refuses to give for the proclama- 
tion of the message of Almighty love and for the salvation of men yet un- 
saved the smallest per cent that was required of the most degraded Jew in 
the pre-Christian ages of the world? But I imagine there are those who 
say, with Peter, “Why tempt ye God, to put a yoke upon the neck of the 
disciples, which neither our fathers nor we were able to bear?”’ I answer: 
The giving of tithes is not a burden, but the lowest privilege of a Chris- 
tian. But is not the law of the New Testament one of love? Yes, and the 
law of love is the most exacting law known to man. As the Rev. William 
Arthur says: “It has never felt, never done, never givenenough. Its great 
things of yesterday are little things of to-day; and its great things to-day 
will be little things to-morrow. The lawot love! It is, ‘Thou shalt love 
the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and thy neighbor as thyself.’ And 
you invoke the law of love to save your money!” 

4. But I plead for giving of tithes in the fourth place on the ground that 
experience demonstrates that it is God’s way. The infinite Father of us 
all has stamped it with his divine approval. Richest blessings have every- 
where attended its practice. The Lord’s treasury has been filled, the wheels 
of the kingdom have moved forward, missionaries have gone forth, the 
collections have been met, the joy of the givers has been enlarged, and a 
whole Church has sometimes been transformed into a mighty spiritual dy- 
namo for carrying forward the enterprises of the kingdom of our Lord and 
Saviour Jesus Christ. Whoever heard a tither testifying that it worked a 
hardship? Whoever heard of a person who had adopted the tithe system 
going back to a lower standard on the ground that he found greater joy in 
it, or even greater prosperity? O no, my friends, I have yet to find one 
Christian who has tried the tithe system who does not testify that it is far 
better than the old system—which is no system at all—of giving from blind 
impulse, and after the demands of self and family had been satisfied. Hear 
this testimony from one who has tested the plan: “I have practiced giving 
the tenth of my income to the Lord for years, and find that I give more 
money and give it more cheerfully, and, I think, more intelligently than 
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before. I have known several who adopted this rule, and in every case it 
worked well. One man who gave a tenth and was greatly prospered (giv- 
ing one year, to my knowledge, $1,800), was broken up in business by a 
company with which he was connected; but I saw him in his adversity and 
he was the same happy Christian man as formerly. He labored to glorify 
God with his wealth when he had it, and when it took wings and flew 
away he did not mourn over it. The last I heard, the Lord was blessing 
him again in temporal matters.” 

Perhaps the most remarkable illustration that has occurred in this coun- 
try in recent years of what the giving of tithes will do for a congregation, 
is that of Wesley Chapel in Cincinnati. *‘This mother church of Cincin- 
nati Methodism, the scene of the early triumphs of Durbin and Finley and 
Trimble and Hamline and Miley and Foster and others known to fame, 
whose very life has been sacrificed in giving birth to so many children, de- 
serted in her old age to the common fate of great down-town churches, has 
been on the verge of bankruptcy and pauperism. ‘he fact that, without 
aid from rich relatives or friends, she has risen from a condition of want 
to the front rank, and become one of the first-class churches of any de- 
nomination in the heart of Cincinnati, is an object lesson worthy of con- 
sideration. The unique feature of her financial system is a written cove- 
nant, signed by such of her members as so desire, in which they agree, as 
long as they remain in Wesley Chapel, to bring into the church every Sab- 
bath one-tenth of their weekly income. Each member thus pledges him- 
self at the end of the week to count out one-tenth of his income from 
wages, salary, profits, rents, interest, inheritance, or other resources, bal- 
ance his private tithe book, inclose the money in a weekly envelope, with- 
out signature or other.mark attached (whereby the amount of one’s income 
could be found out), and place the same on the collection plate at a Sunday 
service. This money is kept in a separate fund, and apportioned by the 
pastor and officials in the ratio of 45 per cent to Current Expenses, 45 per 
cent to Conference Collections and other benevolences, and Io per cent to 
a fund for repairs and improvement of Church property. It thus reaches 
about twenty-one different objects. Having entered into this covenant, no 
meinber is expected to sign any other subscription for Church work or be- 
nevolence of any kind. In case he desires to make additional contribu- 


*We quote from the published account of the work by the pastor. 
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tions they are regarded as free-will offerings, and the treasurer keeps a 
special account for such purpose, allowing the members to direct how these 
offerings shall be used. 

“The plan originated at a dinner party in May, 1895, four men and their 
wives agreeing, after a discussion of two hours, that though they had long 
been tithing their income after the manner of so many Church members, 
they had really been robbing God by failing to bring all their tithes into 
the Church. Beginning the following Sunday, they brought forth fruits © 
meet for repentance; others signed the tithe book from time to time, agree- 
ing to do likewise; and at the end of the Conference year, September, 1806, 
there was a total enrollment of one hundred and eight tithers. The effect 
was almost magical. Notwithstanding there were only about sixty who 
were tithing during the entire twelve months of the year, the books show 
that these paid to Current Expenses and benevolences nearly twice as much 
as all the other four hundred and forty members. A surplus was left in 
the treasury at the end of the year after all bills were paid, and the appor- 
tionments for benevolences were met for the first time within living mem- 
ory.” And what tithing has done for Wesley Chapel, it will do for any 
other church that adopts it. 

Here is an instance of what tithing has done for an individual life. We 
take the story from Dr. A. J. Gordon’s tract on “God’s Tenth.” He says he 
believes the statement as he gives it is substantially correct. 

“Many years ago a lad of sixteen years left home to seek his fortune. 
All his worldly possessions were tied up in a bundle which he carried in 
his hand. As he trudged along he met an old neighbor, the captain of a 
canal boat, and the following conversation took place, which changed the 
whole current of the boy’s life: ‘Well, William, where are you going?’ 

“«T don’t know,’ he answered; ‘father is too poor to keep me at home 
any longer, and says I must now make a living for myself.’ 

“<«There is no trouble about that,’ said the Captain. ‘Be sure you start 
right, and you'll get along finely.’ 

“William told his friend that the only trade he knew anything about was 
soap and candle making, at which he had helped his father while at home. 

““Well;’ said the old man, ‘let me pray with you once more, and give 
you a little advice, and then I will let you go.’ 

“They both knelt down upon the tow path; the dear old man prayed 
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earnestly for William, and then gave this advice: ‘Someone will soon be 
the leading soap-maker in New York. It can be you as well as anyone. I 
hope it may. Bea good man; give your heart to Christ; give the Lord all 
that belongs to him of every dollar you earn. Make an honest soap; give 
a full pound; and I am certain you will yet be a prosperous and rich 
man.’ 

“When the boy arrived in the city he found it hard to get work. Lone- 
some and far from home, he remembered his mother’s words and the last 
words of the canal-boat captain. He was then, there led to seek first the 
kingdom of God and his righteousness, and united with the Church. He 
remembered his promise to the old captain, and the first dollar he earned 
brought up the question of the Lord’s part. In the Bible he found that the 
Jews were commanded to give one-tenth; so he said, ‘If the Lord will take 
one-tenth I will give that.’ And so he did—ten cents of every dollar were 
sacred to the Lord. 

“Having regular employment, he soon became a partner; and after a few 
years his partners died, and William became the sole owner of the busi- 
ness. He now resolved to keep his promise to the old captain; he made 
an honest soap, gave a full pound, and instructed his bookkeeper to open 
an account with the Lord, and carry one-tenth of all his income to that ac- 
count. He prospered, his business grew, his family was blessed, his soap 
sold, and he grew rich faster than he had ever hoped. He then gave the 
Lord two-tenths, and prospered more than ever; then he gave three-tenths,\ 
then four-tenths, then five-tenths. He educated his family, settled all his 
plans for life, and gave all his income to the Lord. He prospered more 
than ever. This is the story of Mr. William Colgate, who has given mil- 
lions of dollars to the Lord’s cause, and left a name that will never die.” 

If we could bring all the members of our great 
THT. Exhortation church up to this standard of giving instead of rais- 
to the Observance ing only $5,000,000 annually for all Church purposes, 
Of this Law. we should have the enormous amount of $29,500,000 

flowing into our treasury every year, out of which we 
could spend twice as much as we raised for all purposes last year, for other 
objects, and have left $500,000 more for missions than is now given by all 
the Protestant Churches in the world. Alas, alas; the Church of Christ 
has scarcely begun to appreciate the saying of her Lord, “It is more blessed 
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to give than to receive.” Even the Jew, in addition to the tithes already 
referred to, was required to pay five shekels for the redemption of his first- 
born son; every firstborn among animals was sacred to Jehovah; the first- 
fruits of the fields were his; part of the harvest was not to be gathered, but 
left to the poor; all debts were to be remitted every seven years; and be- 
sides this there was the expense of long and costly journeys to the sanctu- 
ary, with the almost endless number of trespass and free-will offerings, all 
imposed by divine sanction. Conservative estimates place the amount 
given away by the pious Israelite at from one-fifth to one-third of his year- 
ly income, and yet only about one in a hundred in the Church of Christ to- 
day gives as much as one-tenth of his income to God. Men boldly assert 
that they do not believe in the giving of tithes, and say that all they have 
belongs to God. True enough. God says: ‘The silver is mine, and the 
gold is mine,” and he owns the cattle on a thousand hills, but what a nig- 
gardly amount of that which he has entrusted to us as his stewards is ever 
used by us for the advancement of his kingdom and the good of our fellow 
men! Many a man has endeavored to soothe his conscience by saying, 
“All I have belongs to God,” while he was using ninety-nine per cent of it 
on his own selfish and fleshly desires, and the Church of Christ was lan- 
guishing for the lack of funds to carry forward its work of saving the 
world. 

I believe that under ordinary circumstances the Christian man should 
give more than a tenth of his income to God, and the more he. gives the 
more he will be blessed in his giving. Zaccheus said, “ Behold, Lord, the 
half of my goods I give to the poor,” and his big-hearted generosity met 
the approval of Christ. The poor widow, who of her penury cast into the 
treasury all the living she had, was commended by our Lord, and the first 
converts to Christianity, in the glow of their new life, sold their posses- 
sions and brought the money and laid it at the apostles’ feet, and there is 
not a hint that their conduct was unacceptable to God. 

But we must first bring our people to the practice of the lesser before we 
can hope to bring them to see the beauty and blessedness of the greater. 
Thank God for the way in which the good women are taking hold of this 
question and urging the giving of tithes upon our people. The great ma- 
jority of tithers we have are women, and many of them have no income of 
their own, but yet they tithe the small allowances placed in their hands 
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by their kusbanas, and find that the renlaining nine-tenths go further and 
bring greater joy than the whole when none of it is given to God. When, 
O when will the Church of God wake up to appreciate the saying of the 
wise man: “There is that scattereth and yet increaseth, and there is that 
withholdeth more than is meet, but it tendeth to poverty?” I verily be- 
lieve that temporal and spiritual prosperity will follow the liberal soul as 
truly as the night succeeds the day. Such is the promise of God’s holy 


‘Word. ‘Honor the Lord with thy substance, and with the firstfruits of all 


thine increase; so shall thy barns be filled with plenty, and thy presses 
shall burst out with new wine.” Here is temporal prosperity. ‘‘ Prove me 
now herewith, saith the Lord of hosts, if I will not open you the windows 
of heaven and pour you out a blessing, that there shall not be room enough 
to receive it.”’ Here is spiritual prosperity. 

Let us therefore, brethren of the ministry, endeavor, both by precept and 
example, to lead our people up to the Bible standard of giving, and let us 
never grow weary of preaching on the right use of property until covet- 
ousness and selfishness shall hide their faces, and money shall pour into 
the coffers of the Church in such a stream as shall make the wilderness 
and solitary place glad, and cause the desert to rejoice and blossom as the 
rose. 


